Evaluating the adult patient with a neck mass.
The objective of this article is to provide the internist with general considerations when confronted with an adult patient presenting with a neck mass. A thorough gathering of historical information and a complete physical examination are crucial in developing a differential diagnosis for these patients. Specifically, the location of the mass, its time of onset, and duration are important because of the high likelihood of neoplastic processes in patients older than 40 years. The young adult patient has an increased incidence of inflammatory, congenital, and traumatic processes as causes of their neck mass, but again, neoplasms are not out of the realm of possibility. Judicious use of imaging studies, namely computed tomography scanning with contrast, is a valuable adjunct to the physical examination. Other than infectious etiology, referral to an otolaryngologist is frequently warranted to obtain a definitive diagnosis for the development of an appropriate treatment plan, which is predominantly surgical.